Introduction
This snapshot of assessment in Australian school education can only provide an overview of major practices and trends. For almost every statement in the following discussion, an exception may exist. The multiplicity of the Australian education systems allows independent and individualized educational practices to be recognized, from home-schooling to the International Baccalaureate. Research on innovative curriculum and assessment projects occurs on a regular basis. Screening, intervention and alternative programs, especially for early literacy and numeracy, students with special needs, and children and youth at risk, are continuing focuses.
The discussion aims to provide sufficient information to provide an understanding of current principles and practice in Australia, and the resources for readers to make further enquiries. We have endeavoured to represent the activities of each state and territory fairly, and statements have been validated wherever possible, drawing on resource material from each state and territory.
Understanding Australia
Australia is a federation of six states-Queensland, New South Wales, Victoria, Tasmania, South Australia and Western Australia-and two territories-the Australian Capital Territory (ACT) and the Northern Territory-known as the Commonwealth of Australia. Education is constitutionally a state/territory matter, an autonomy that is strongly protected. (In any subsequent discussion, the word 'state' used in isolation refers to both states and territories.) This is sometimes an enigma to those outside Australia given the total population of only 19 million people.
A common Australian objection to a single centralized system is based on the likelihood that a centralized national control would be based in the more densely populated south-east of the continent, hence raising anxiety about the system's responsiveness to, and remoteness from, localized issues. The physical size and uneven population distribution of most Australian states already cause intrastate concerns about control from centralized offices in the most heavily populated regions. As an example, in the state of Queensland, central offices in Brisbane manage educational policy for schools in small remote, rural communities some 2000 kilometres away, comparable to a centralized European office in Brussels managing the educational practice of a school in a small town east of Kiev.
Most public expenditure on education is sourced directly or indirectly from taxes collected at the Commonwealth level and distributed through the state governments. The Commonwealth Government (also referred to as the Federal Government or the Australian Government) has gradually increased its influence on educational practices through the 'power of the purse strings'. As in other countries, and discussed later, one area of pressure has been comparative assessments of state and territory literacy and numeracy performance in schools. A single national approach is resisted by the states because they perceive that it would erode state control of their own education systems.
While the existence of eight different state systems of education may appear an extravagant use of national resources, it does mean that these state systems act as eight different laboratories of educational experiments with the opportunities to share successful policies and practices. However, in most respects, the commonalities of the state systems outweigh their differences and present a more homogeneous front to the world than might first be perceived.
Three sectors of schooling are very visible in Australia: public (also referred to as state or government); Catholic; and Independent (the latter two grouped as nongovernment). Most schools in remote areas are government schools but may not offer the final two years of secondary schooling, Years 11 and 12, known as the upper secondary. Non-government schools can be single-sex or coeducational (and some offer boarding facilities). Government schools are predominantly coeducational although some state systems have introduced single-sex schools as well as Schools of Excellence in areas such as performing arts or sport.
In 2000, approximately 31% of students (20% Catholic, 10% Independent) were attending non-government schools, with a slightly higher percentage, at 36% overall, for secondary school students (MCEETYA, 2002) . Federal funding supports all government and non-government school students, the latter through a formula that adjusts for the apparent wealth of the school community. As most non-government schools also charge fees, the proportion of public funding allocated to non-government schools comparative to government schools is an ongoing issue.
Ten-and-a-half per cent of indigenous primary students (12 years or under) and 16.5% of indigenous secondary students were enrolled in non-government schools in 2000. Indigenous students comprise 3.4% of all Australian primary and secondary students (MCEETYA, 2002) .
The commonalities of Australian educational and assessment systems
Curriculum
The first common theme of Australian education systems is that assessment systems cannot be discussed without reference to curriculum. Each state has at least one authority responsible for developing curriculum frameworks for school use. These typically provide valued outcomes, suggested resources and pedagogy, and assessment guidelines.
In some states, one authority develops the curriculum framework for all levels of schooling, usually with a governing body representing the three sectors of education discussed previously. An example is the newly formed Queensland Studies Authority. In other states, one body is responsible for the later years of schooling, for example, the Senior Secondary Assessment Board of South Australia (SSABSA); in those states, the state school sector generally has major responsibility for developing curriculum frameworks for the remaining years of schooling. (A useful reference for links to the various bodies in each state is www.curriculum.edu.au) While a small number of schools follow specific independent curriculum, such as Montessori schools or small religious schools, most non-government schools choose to operate within the curriculum, assessment and certification frameworks of the relevant state or territory public system, although this is not mandatory. Their own independent authorities provide further elaboration of educational content relevant to them, such as values education or religious education and strategic policy organization.
The major commonality of the role of curriculum in assessment relates to the outcomes of two key national strategy documents: the Hobart Declaration and the Adelaide Declaration. The Hobart declaration on schooling (AEC, 1989) provided a set of common and agreed national goals for schooling in Australia supported by state, territory and Commonwealth ministers (a group known as the Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA)). This declaration provided the first framework for cooperation between schools, states, territories and the Commonwealth. Its goals included, amongst others:
• preparation of an Annual National Report on Schooling • national collaboration in curriculum development • establishment of the Curriculum Corporation of Australia • the goal of a common age of entry for Australian Schools.
Considerable effort was made to develop a national curriculum. However, in the end, it was not supported unanimously by the states. The Hobart Declaration was superseded by the Adelaide declaration (1999) on national goals for schooling in the twenty-first century (MCEEYTA, 1999) . The following expectations for state-based but nationally focused education are among its goals (see www.curriculum.edu.au/ mceetya/nationalgoals/natgoals.htm).
In terms of curriculum, students should have: 2.1 attained high standards of knowledge, skills and understanding through a comprehensive and balanced curriculum in the compulsory years of schooling encompassing the agreed eight key learning areas:
• the arts (music, art, drama); • English;
• health and physical education;
• languages other than English;
• mathematics;
• science;
• studies of society and environment;
• technology; and the interrelationships between them.
2.2 attained the skills of numeracy and English literacy; such that, every student should be numerate, able to read, write, spell and communicate at an appropriate level 2.3 participated in programs of vocational learning during the compulsory years and have had access to vocational education and training programs as part of their senior secondary studies 2.4 participated in programs and activities which foster and develop enterprise skills, including those skills which will allow them maximum flexibility and adaptability in the future.
3. Schooling should be socially just, so that:
3.1 students' outcomes from schooling are free from the effects of negative forms of discrimination based on sex, language, culture and ethnicity, religion or disability; and of differences arising from students' socioeconomic background or geographic location…
Here, Goal 2.1 supported the eight key learning areas (KLAs) that continue to underpin the curriculum frameworks for each state. Even though the initial attempt to establish a national curriculum did not succeed, considerable commonality and collaboration have emerged from the effort. Goal 2.2 provided the basis for reporting national literacy and numeracy performance against agreed national literacy and numeracy benchmarks, developed through the Curriculum Corporation. Goal 2.3 provided an impetus for all states to provide vocational education opportunities within school education (Australia has long had strong vocational training through the Technical and Further Education College sector, which students have traditionally entered after compulsory school-leaving age), discussed later, while Goal 2.4 provided opportunities for students to undertake work experience and other studies deemed to have practical value. Goal 3.1 reinforced and underpinned the ongoing concern with equity issues in education provision and outcomes. Historically, state curriculum frameworks and accompanying assessment regimes have focused on three groupings of students: early childhood/primary, lower secondary, and upper secondary schooling. Over time, formal centralized certification at the end of primary and lower secondary has eroded, in keeping with increases in legal school leaving ages and therefore the lack of utility for certificates earlier than the end of secondary schooling. Primary and lower secondary have tended to be combined into one framework, for example, Preschool to Year 10. The following discussion uses these levels of schooling as a focus for discussion of curriculum and assessment practices.
2,3,4. Assessment at the end of secondary schooling
At the end of secondary schooling, the stakes for students (and schools) increase, with employment and further education contingent on school outcomes. Assessment and reporting issues become much more critical and have been the subject of many reviews. However, the second common theme of Australian assessment and education, and perhaps the most significant, is that high-stakes assessment and reporting at the end of secondary schooling in all states and territories in Australia incorporate school-based assessment (internal assessment), typically in addition to centralized assessments (external examinations). In two cases, final subject assessments are wholly based on school assessments that are peer-moderated (ACT, Queensland). Elsewhere, school-based assessments are combined with external examination results. In some states, different subjects can have different combinations of internal assessments and external assessments. Assessments for school-leaving certificates are usually based on the last two years of school work (Years 11 and 12), although most states have arrangements whereby students can take subjects over a longer period.
(Details on leaving school and entry to university for each state are available through the association of Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Certification Authorities (ACACA) at www.acaca.org.au and www.boardofstudies.nsw.edu.au/acaca/.) Assessment reform at the upper secondary level has developed in Australia over the last 30 years for at least two reasons: first, to reduce the curriculum control exercised by universities through externally set examinations, in order to address the needs of the majority of students; and, second, to respond to the need to broaden the curriculum to include more practical and contextualized learning.
Two additional themes emerging from this reform are: first, the preference for standards-based (or criteria-referenced) assessment reinforcing the work undertaken in developing an appropriate and broad school curriculum; and second, respect for teacher professionalism in judging student achievement. These are our third and fourth common themes. While the nature of standards may be set slightly differently from state to state, the general principles are common. For example:
The standards-based Higher School Certificate offers syllabuses that set clear expectations of what students must learn and measures student performance against set standards. A student's mark in each course is reported against descriptive performance bands that show what the student knows, understands and can do. (Board of Studies NSW, 2002, p. 7) Standards-based assessment is sometimes referred to in conjunction with criteriafurther elaborations of aspects of standards against which a student's work is judged and the characteristics or quality of performance expected of students at different levels. (The Guidelines for Assessment Quality and Equity developed by ACACA (www.acaca.org.au) indicate the common understandings of necessary elaboration, presentation and use of the term 'criteria' in Australian assessment systems.) Anticipated evidence could also be referred to as:
• assessment task criteria • assessment expectations
What might statements of anticipated evidence look like?
Statements of anticipated evidence are intended to make explicit the basis for judgements about students' demonstrations of learning outcomes. The level of specificity of the statements will vary according to the needs of the students, the nature of the learning outcome(s) and the context of the assessment activity. At times, a statement of anticipated evidence for an assessment task might reflect the learning outcome in its entirety … At other times, particularly where the learning outcomes are multidimensional in nature, teachers may prefer to develop more detailed statements. (QSA, QSSC, 2002a, p. 17) Over time the state education systems have evolved respect for the professionalism of teachers in their work and respect for teacher judgement in assessing student performance. Curriculum for the twenty-first century is seen as incorporating aspects of learning that are important, cannot be assessed centrally, and require judgement to occur at a point of performance, usually the classroom (Pellegrino et al., 2001) . Necessarily, in such a situation, teachers become the primary assessors. Equally, each system recognizes that such expectations of teachers need two requirements of practice to be in place. The first requirement is the need for student performance expectations to be made as explicit as possible through curriculum guidelines while allowing appropriate school-level contextualization. Embedded within this, in standards-referenced assessment systems, is the principle that these performance goals are available to (and transparent to) students, prior to assessment activities.
The second requirement is the need for a system of strong, supportive and properly resourced moderation practices. State authority web sites detail the processes of moderation of work programs and standards of assessment, and the rationale behind the use of teacher judgement for student assessment. Some states use statistical procedures to adjust teacher assessments to provide students' final results in certification, while other states rely on expert feedback to achieve consistency of teacher judgement.
Three states can be used as examples. First, South Australia uses two procedures to moderate teacher judgement for different groups of subjects:
• Non-statistical moderation-student materials that have been marked by teachers are inspected by moderators.
• Statistical moderation-the school assessment marks given by teachers are compared with the public examination marks.
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In non-statistical moderation:
• Teachers are given guidance during their teaching program;
• Any necessary adjustments are made at the end of the course at final moderation.
The Chief Moderator uses some of the following procedures to guide teachers during their teaching program:
• Teachers are allocated a SSABSA contact moderator from the Moderation Panel. The contact moderator advises on assessment standards, the interpretation of objectives, and assessment criteria.
• Teachers are given assessment examples, to help them to compare their assessment standards.
• Teachers give their assessment plans and teaching programs to their SSABSA contact moderator for approval.
• Teachers send marked student materials to be moderated in one place by the Moderation Panel.
• Teachers give marked student materials to their contact moderator for moderation.
• Teachers bring their assessment plans and teaching programs and/or marked student materials to a meeting with their contact moderator. (SSABSA, 2000, p. 1) As a second example, the Queensland upper secondary education follows a system of externally moderated school-based assessment.
In this system, students are assessed by their teachers who are the people most familiar with students' achievements in a subject. The basis for judging a student's achievements in the subject are the criteria and standards specified in the subject syllabus, but the teachers' judgements must be able to stand up to scrutiny by expert practitioners external to the school. This process of quality assurance is referred to as 'moderation', and involves both the QSA and the school. Through external moderation the QSA is able to ensure that: 3 Authority subjects taught in schools are of the highest possible standards, student results in the same subject are comparable across the state, and match the requirements of the syllabus, and the process used is transparent and publicly accountable.
…The system of moderation is based on a close partnership between the QSA and the schools. The QSA contributes the design, operation and servicing of the structures that allow the system to operate. It accepts the responsibility for training the people who serve on review panels to review school work programs and student results. On their part, schools contribute the services of teachers as review panellists, and are responsible for developing and implementing work programs in line with syllabuses, and for assessing students' work against statewide standards. They collect the student work samples and data necessary for their students to receive Senior Certificates.
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The various phases of the moderation process are: Queensland reports high reliability in teachers' judgements of student performance to accompany increased curriculum validity. 6 Finally, for the third example, a recent post-compulsory review for the Western Australian government endorsed school-based assessment and moderation procedures and the refinement of moderation procedures to move from partial statistical moderation to full peer moderation over time:
Consensus moderation processes (will be) strengthened and teacher assessment seminars introduced. AQTF 7 quality assurance procedures will complement the Council's moderation processes.
A modified form of statistical moderation (will be) retained until there is agreement that standards are being applied consistently. (Curriculum Council/Government of Western Australia, 2002, p. 13) The increasing uses of school-based assessment and peer moderation have had three further impacts. First, statements have evolved that embed the right to, and principle of, school-level implementation of curriculum frameworks and assessment activities to suit the community. Second, statements by authorities on appropriate assessment embed the principle that assessment of student performance should incorporate multiple inputs of data. The following specific guidelines from the ACACA guidelines for assessment quality and equity 8 are instructive:
To certify achievement in a subject requires assessment of students' command of the knowledge and skills defined and required by the syllabus. This assessment occurs through a set of assessment instruments. Assessment instruments include such devices as supervised examinations, assignments, projects, practicals, orals, aurals, observational schedules and portfolios. (p. 2)
Each set of assessment instruments used to assess a student's achievement in a subject should:
• involve the use of a range and balance of background contexts in which assessment items are presented • involve a range and balance of types of assessment instruments and modes of response, including a balance and range of visual and linguistic material • involve a range and balance of conditions. (p. 3)
A third impact has been the professional development effects of peer moderation and curriculum development activities. These provide an opportunity for teachers to meet and talk, to see examples of student work and assessment tasks from other schools, to participate in focused activities on assessment and to continue to negotiate a mutual construction of standards of performance.
Vocational education and training
Vocational education and training (VET) has always been strongly developed in Australia. Historically, VET was undertaken in technical and further education (TAFE) colleges or in partnership programs with industry. The last 15 years have seen the development of nationally recognized programs defined through Industry Training Packages (ITPs), highly descriptive and articulated competency modules with standards for delivery maintained through the Australian Quality Training Framework (AQTF). The AQTF sets requirements for Registered Training Organisations (RTOs). Specified competencies are assessed as competent/not yet competent, with learners having multiple chances of completion, though there has been some recent development of graded competencies as well.
A fifth common theme, relating to VET, flows from the Adelaide Declaration. Increasing numbers of secondary school students are enrolling in vocational subjects, in conjunction with, or instead of, more traditionally focused academic curricula. Students can gain credit towards, or even complete, a VET certificate while still at school. As changes in the nature of the workplace mean fewer jobs for unskilled workers, the increasing diversity of the student cohort in the upper secondary school requires such new directions. Conversely, state and national policies aim to broaden curriculum offerings to improve student retention and inclusion to the end of secondary schooling or its equivalent. The retention rate across Australia from the beginning to the end of secondary schooling was 73% in 2001, with girls having higher rates than boys, non-government schools having higher rates than government schools, and indigenous students having overall lower retention rates. Increased provision for VET in schools has been an important development to support this aim. A major issue being addressed around Australia is the degree of incorporation of VET, not only in leaving certification but also in selection for university.
Pathways
Approximately 30% of students who complete Year 12 proceed directly to university courses. Entry to some courses is competitive, requiring a rank ordering of applicants. All states use some form of scaling of achievement data to produce rank orders for university entrance, known generically as 'tertiary entrance ranks'. These have specific names and characteristics in different states, for example, Overall Position (OP) in Queensland, ranking eligible students in bands from OP1 to OP25, and Equivalent National Tertiary Entrance Ranking (ENTER) in Victoria, providing a percentile rank against the notional age cohort. Most students enter universities in their own states and selection is coordinated at the state level. However, an Interstate Transfer Index (ITI) is calculated to enable students to apply for universities elsewhere than their home state.
To be eligible for a tertiary entrance rank, students are usually required to complete a specified number of pre-university subjects (typically five) from a wide range of such subjects. In some states, compulsory subjects such as English are specified for both end of schooling certification and tertiary entrance. Other prerequisites may be set by the universities for specific courses. 9 A sixth common theme in Australian education is the offering of multiple pathways for students towards future study and career goals. The articulations building between vocational education and schooling are intended to enhance student pathways. Vocational studies articulate from certificates to diplomas which are recognized, and in some cases given credit, by universities. Therefore, a student who leaves before completion of Year 12 could gain entry to university through completion of VET qualifications. Universities also have the flexibility to allow direct entry on any grounds they nominate, from equity to academic acceleration. For the most part, however, entry is based on academic achievement, and not granted until the tertiary entrance ranks are known.
As a result of these pathways, only about 60% of students enrolling for the first year of university studies are direct school leavers. In some universities the proportion of alternative entry students is higher. A new issue now being addressed is how to broaden the recording of student achievement in order to facilitate movement in and out of formal schooling, giving students credit for skills gained along the way. Western Australia is developing a Folio of Achievement as an alternative for some students or to be used in conjunction with the Western Australian Certificate of Education (WACE). Queensland is exploring similar expansion of reporting of student outcomes under its Education and training reforms for the future.
10 These directions raise a new range of issues for assessment and reporting, not least of which are data storage and access.
School-based assessment in compulsory years of schooling
The seventh common theme is the adoption of school-based assessment and reporting practices for the compulsory years of schooling. The structure of schooling in each state incorporates a year prior to Year 1, known variously as preschool, kindergarten, preparatory, transition or reception. The year may or may not be compulsory. Entry to this year and the first year of schooling is age-based and ranges from just under five to six years old. The goal of the Hobart Declaration of a common entry age to schooling has not yet been achieved.
Informal teacher assessments of children may be undertaken in these settings to assess 'readiness' for school, with parents advised if a child is deemed not yet ready. However, the final decision on whether the child should go to school belongs with the parents. Students must then remain enrolled until 15 or 16 years of age.
Children are promoted through schooling with their peer group, a principle endorsed by all states. Australian education systems deliberately refer to 'Year', as indicative of cohorts, as opposed to 'Grade', as indicative of specific curriculum coverage. Nevertheless, most syllabuses indicate target outcomes most students could be expected to demonstrate by particular years.
With the exception of some state-wide tests in New South Wales at the end of Year 10, all assessment and reporting across the eight key learning areas identified in the Adelaide Declaration are school-based (New South Wales has external centralized examinations in a number of subjects at the end of Year 10, reported as the School Certificate Test Results. Other achievement data are provided by schools based on internal assessments for Years 9 and 10. The Board of Studies reports that the School Certificate Test results and the School Certificate Grades 'are not directly comparable'.) Even so, historically, there has been little attempt to support school-based assessment and reporting with between-school moderation procedures to ensure parity of standards. There are signs of change to this situation as the desire for systemic monitoring of student learning outcomes increases.
Moves towards outcomes-based frameworks
Our eighth common theme is the direction that curriculum frameworks have taken. Across the states, curriculum development has moved to outcomes-based frameworks with direct impact on assessment and reporting. These frameworks specify anticipated student learning outcomes through descriptions of developmental levels of student performance. Outcomes-based education has been variously defined in implementation. Common to most is identification of a progressively more demanding sequence of achievement or performance in a learning area, with the sequences intended to represent an elaboration of knowledge and expertise from early primary years to the senior years of schooling. The curriculum frameworks of each state, building on the eight key learning areas of the Adelaide Declaration, do not have one-to-one correspondence with school years.
Teachers use the curriculum frameworks to generate a variety of classroom-based assessment procedures to judge and report student progress. Ideally, a student's progress can then be reported as a description of the standard achieved on the sequential continua, in contrast to traditional examination practices where student performance is assessed and reported in terms of how well they have achieved a more singular and static goal (that is, in terms of merit ratings) for particular tasks and particularly years (grades). Two examples of segments of outcomes show the way the frameworks are constructed.
The first example is from the Queensland Health and Physical Education syllabus, for a strand called 'Enhancing Personal Development', and the outcomes are for Level 1:
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Level statement
Students understand that they can be described in personal, family and community terms. They understand how they change as they grow and develop. Students understand that the ways they interact with and relate to others differ. They demonstrate the basic skills to communicate and work effectively with others.
Core learning outcomes 1.1 Students describe themselves in personal, family and community terms, including the activities and achievements that give them positive feelings. 1.2 Students identify relationships they experience in their daily lives, and can demonstrate the behaviours appropriate for these. These statements are the 'bare bones' of the information provided. As noted previously, suggested pedagogy, metacognitive strategies, strategies for assessment to make judgements, and resources may also be provided.
In addition, states overlay other dimensions on the key learning area frameworks. Tasmania has an overlay of Essential Learnings 13 which include thinking, communicating, personal futures, social responsibility and world futures, as well as four Key Elements: The Catholic Diocese of Brisbane has recast these slightly (Brisbane Catholic Education, 2002, p. 2):
Since July 2001 there has been a structured process of developing and refining applications of life performing roles as the overarching outcomes for learners in Queensland schools, in combination with syllabus outcomes at various levels. These roles take the form of the Roles for Lifelong Learning which are described in the framework as:
Education Queensland, which runs the government schools, is currently engaged in a curriculum project (New Basics) using four organizing dimensions and questions: State authorities emphasize that the curriculum frameworks are guidelines that should be adapted to local needs. For example:
CSF (Victorian Curriculum Standards Framework) standards are made up of two interrelated elements:
• Learning outcomes: 'What should students know and be able to do as an outcome of their learning at this level? • Indicators: 'How do we know that students have achieved the learning outcomes?'
The CSF is a framework, not a detailed syllabus or blueprint for the development and delivery of specific programs, teaching methods to be used, allocation of time to particular learning areas, or materials and methods of assessment. These details, along with decisions about staffing, equipment and other resources, and all other aspects of actual programs, are determined by the individual school in the light of that school community's needs, priorities and resources. 16 Several interesting trends in Australia have emerged from the common shift towards outcomes-based education and assessment. The first trend, as shown in the previous discussion, is that the curriculum frameworks are emphasizing dimensions of outcomes of schooling that go beyond the content knowledge focus of the past. An interest in assessing all of the stated goals of education is emerging, including values and life skills. While this is still tentative, ways to assess and report student progress in these aspects of learning and achievement are being investigated.
The second trend is the tentative development of more coherent assessment and reporting practices across schools. This begins with developing understandings of the developmental continua and outcome statements. Guidelines and resources are being developed to assist teachers in their assessment practices. For example, the Tasmanian public education site is particularly rich in these areas.
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Consider the advice given by various authorities to teachers for assessing students: in NSW for performance indicators for Dance to Year 10, assessment strategies might include:
• teacher observation • peer assessment • skills performance tests • performance based on a set of criteria • research assignments, e.g. critique of performances, newspaper articles, dance journals and magazines • worksheets, questionnaires, word puzzles, match-mates • observation of videos, live performances, television, Bennelong Program • dance analysis, looking at photographs, film techniques relevant to dance • knowledge tests-history, techniques, elements of composition This list is by no means exhaustive. Teachers are free to devise other relevant procedures for appraisal of student achievement. However each task should reflect the course objectives. (Board of Studies New South Wales, 1991, p. 4) In the Northern Territory:
Information to help teachers make judgements about student achievement of English outcomes
Example: Reading and Viewing Outcomes Level 5
Students read and view texts with some complexity of structure from a range of contemporary contexts. They are beginning to understand how to analyse texts to identify their content, organization and language features. They evaluate the kind and quality of evidence presented in arguments and discussions. They understand some forms and techniques that writers can manipulate to evoke particular responses from readers or viewers. (Northern Territory Board of Studies, 1999, p. 29) And from the Queensland Studies Authority:
Teachers … make judgements about students' demonstrations of learning outcomes when satisfied that they have sufficient evidence. In making these judgements, teachers need to:
• analyse what it is that students are expected to know and do with what they know • consider the learning outcomes at the levels before and after the focus learning outcomes • use a range of evidence • make a judgement about which learning outcomes the student has demonstrated.
Judgements about a student's demonstrations of learning outcomes should be made without reference to the performance of other students….
Strategies for ensuring consistency of teacher judgement include:
• sharing of understandings about the learning outcomes (through teacher discussion)
• collaborative planning (cross-years, discipline areas, cross-classes)
• common assessment tasks (by teacher collaboration)
• statements of anticipated evidence, or criteria sheets • moderation processes (formal and informal)
• samples of typical responses. (QSA/QSCC, 2002c, p. 4) These statements demonstrate emphasis on teachers' professional capacity to develop in situ the appropriate assessment activities for determining student progress along the outcomes continua. The critical issue at this stage, of course, is the degree to which teachers are implementing changes in their assessment approaches to suit the outcomes-based frameworks, or whether they are merely 'shoe-horning' their previous practices to fit the new frameworks as best as possible. However, the directedness of the new frameworks and the expectations and advice about how student achievement and performance are to be reported should facilitate changes in teacher practice. A focus of the Queensland curriculum project previously mentioned 18 is organizing schema for holistic assessment tasks. Other states have other evaluation projects under way for the new frameworks. The outcomes of all this work will provide useful evidence in the future about teacher adaptability to new principles of assessment.
Two final points should be made about the move to outcomes-based frameworks for the compulsory years of schooling. First, it is clear that in some states, despite standards-based approaches at all levels, there is still a disjunction between the design of outcomes-based curriculum for Preschool to Year 10 students and the curriculum of Years 11 and 12. Some states have developed continua to apply across the whole sequence of schooling. However, assessment in the upper secondary school (or post-compulsory years) tends to take on a different (competitive) character because of its contribution to selection for future studies and work. An unresolved issue is the reconciliation of the developmental continua approach of the compulsory years with the typical merit ratings approach of the post-compulsory years. Reconciliation seems achievable through a recognition that both can be framed in terms of explicit outcome standards. This is an area of ongoing discussion and development.
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The second point is that a benefit of the national move to outcomes-based frameworks has been the degree to which states and territories are cooperating to facilitate such development and share resources. Interstate conferences and discussions and assessment roundtables occur, particularly through the auspices of ACACA.
A sub-theme here is an increasing differentiation of the middle years of schooling. Student learning in the middle years of schooling has been a focus of attention in Australia, as elsewhere, in recognition that attention to early learning in literacy and numeracy and to high-stakes senior schooling has possibly been to the detriment of these equally important years of schooling. The middle years are those years towards the upper end of primary school and into lower secondary school (early adolescence).
Attention to the middle years of schooling has been through curriculum materials and physical school organization. Different approaches to assessment, or special emphases in assessment, are not yet apparent. The main intention is a refocusing on a period of schooling that despite its significance was in danger of neglect between the critical early primary years and the serious upper secondary years.
Literacy and numeracy testing and the national benchmark assessment procedures
The ninth common theme is the implementation of state literacy and numeracy benchmark assessment procedures. Partly in response to a lack of accountability for regulated educational outcomes in the compulsory years, and partly as a result of the Adelaide Declaration, the Commonwealth Government and the state and territory governments endorsed a set of national benchmarks for Aspects of Literacy and Numeracy for Years 3, 5 and 7. Statements of goals for percentages of students expected to achieve the benchmarks at a satisfactory level accompany the benchmarks.
Different testing regimes for literacy and numeracy are in place in different states. Literacy assessment includes Reading, Writing and Spelling to match the benchmarks. However, numeracy tests can reflect broader mathematics curriculum domains than the numeracy benchmarks. The Victorian Achievement Improvement Monitor (AIM) program incorporates classroom assessment, homework guidelines, reporting guidelines, a 'learning improvement program', and state-wide testing in Years 3, 5 and 7 in English and Mathematics. The NSW Basic Skills Tests (BST) also test aspects of literacy and numeracy. Benchmark testing is now undertaken in every state and territory for full cohorts of year groups (population testing) and usually takes place in August, just over half-way through the school year. Testing for Year 7 was introduced in all states in 2003.
The state literacy and numeracy tests are usually designed to reflect broader performance levels than just the benchmarks. States then extract benchmark information from test data to report to the Commonwealth Government on benchmark attainment. Raw data for the different states and territories are then equated through statistical and qualitative judgement procedures to enable comparisons of performance against the benchmark standards. Table 1 reports the comparative data for Year 5 Reading for the states for 2000. Considering curriculum differences across the states, different starting ages and whether a preparatory school year is compulsory or non-compulsory, and not withstanding the considerable technical debates about procedures of setting and equating cut-scores, the comparative data are problematic. That is, it is not clear how the data can be compared across states.
In Queensland, a trial of a preparatory year is under way. When fully implemented, this will effectively increase the age of children taking the tests by six months on average, as well as providing an extra year of education before the tests are taken. The state comparative data show that Queensland is not performing as well as some of the other states on the benchmark data. The new policy is partly a response to this situation.
States use their data differently. Public performance or 'league' tables are not published in all states. 20 Student results are returned to the student and family, usually in a graphical representation against the cohort and benchmark standards. Data at school level are returned to schools, usually with comparison data on 'like school' performance, where 'like schools' are schools clustered on similar socio-economic, cultural and enrolment size statistics. Some states publish league tables, some undertake 'valueadded' analyses, and some states use the data to affect funding to schools. At the national level, the impact of good or poor performance by a state has yet to be determined. The import of cultural issues for appropriate assessment practice is recognized directly by the guidelines of ACACA: 21 Fundamental to equity in assessment is the recognition that the construction of the knowledge and skills to be assessed should involve a critical evaluation of the extent to which the choice of a particular set of knowledge and skills is likely to privilege certain groups of students and exclude others by virtue of gender, socioeconomic, cultural or linguistic background. A concern with equity also leads to adopting a proactive stance on the appropriate representation in the curriculum of different kinds of cultural knowledge and experience as valued knowledge and skills.
These issues of cultural diversity and inclusivity impact on assessment systems from several directions, especially national expectations with respect to the percentage of students achieving minimal benchmark standards in literacy and numeracy (with possible extensions to other areas) and community pressures for certification that can reflect and value the achievement of all students. Discussion on accommodation for special background or disability does not appear to have reached the same level of significance as in the USA, perhaps as Australian educators are more comfortable with the concept of alternative but comparable forms of assessment, and the extent to which decisions about such matters are made at the local level. Issues concerning equitable student assessment also arise for the large percentage of students whose first or home language is not English, including migrants and indigenous students.
Summary
Interstate differences within a homogeneous culture, and a willingness to innovate and think independently, have led to the development and implementation of responsive assessment practices that reflect student performance across many dimensions and in a positive manner. A range of assessment practices that are believed to enhance student educational development and pathways are firmly in place in Australia. The rhetoric, of course, as in all education, still exceeds the practice. The quality of assessment practice is uneven, most notably in the compulsory years of schooling where collaborative moderation and professional development to explore common understandings of standards and expectations are still developing. Quality still tends to be related to teacher experience (both too limited and too entrenched), familiarity with assessment issues, and resources. The new frameworks, with clearly specified outcomes and guidance for appropriate assessment practices, should guide teachers in constructive ways.
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